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Oral History Interview with Sharmin Hoque
Muslims in Brooklyn oral histories, 2018.006.54
Interview conducted by Liz H. Strong on December 21, 2018

at Brooklyn Historical Society in Brooklyn Heights, Brooklyn

STRONG: So today is Friday, December 21st. We are at the Brooklyn Historical Society. My
name is Liz Strong. 'm here with Sharmin. Why don’t you just introduce yourself and
say when and where you were born, and we’ll go from there.

HOQUE: Yeah, I'm Sharmin Hoque. I was born in Bangladesh, in a village in Noakhali, and I
came here when [ was almost five, just like right before kindergarten. I very specifically
remember [ had a month to get ready [laughter] for school. So, yeah, that’s where I -
that’s when I came. And I moved to East New York in Brooklyn.

STRONG: What were your first impressions, if you remember them? You were so young.

HOQUE: It felt dirty. [laughter] I remember because I grew up in the village in Bangladesh,
and it was just -- you know, it was clean, it was green, beautiful. And then we -- I only
remember going out of the village to, like, the cities a couple times, and we went to
Dhaka, obviously, to go to the airport and come here. I don’t remember the visa
process, as much -- I just have, like, a random memory of my brother -- but I remember
it was, like -- there was a lot of traffic, and it was dirty, and it was, like, a city, and I
wasn’t used to it. And then we came here, and I was like, this is -- this is, like, the same
thing. And it didn’t - it -- I don’t think it registered in me that we moved; I just knew we
took, like, a plane ride, but it was like, this is still a dirty city. [laughter] Where am I?

STRONG: What was it like getting ready for school?

HOQUE: It was - it was definitely hard. My, my dad had come here for years before, and he
had applied for my mother, my brother, and I, so my mom was very, also, new to the
country and didn’t know any English, so our neighbors told her, “Well, she needs to
learn English before she starts school.” So the way I learned English was I sat in front
of the TV for about 20 hours a day, [laughter] and watched whatever was on. So I think

it was, like, during the daytime PBS cartoons, and then during the afternoon, whatever
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channel we had, we would just watch, and I think I just absorbed it in that way.
Probably, looking back at it now, not the most healthy way [laughter] to teach your
child English. I wear glasses now, so that probably was because I was watching TV for
20 hours a day, but that’s the best way my mom knew how. And because of her
adapting to, like, what she could do, I guess I know English now.

STRONG: So what was it like starting school? What were your impressions of it?

HOQUE: It was - it was awful. I remember just being confused at, like, having to go to
school in a country, like, that was completely new to me. I, I guess I registered that I
was in a new country once I was like, “Wait, where are all my family members?” And I
remember my grandfather used to take me to school, and I would cry every single day.
For about a month he would sit there with me for about, like, a couple hours a day, until
I would finally, like -- I'd be okay. And then after a while I think I definitely - it helped a
lot to be around other kids, and I was able to, like -- I just was able to practice the
language that I'd heard on the TV and seen on the TV for, like, about two months. And
once I was able to make friends, I was like, “Okay, Grandpa, like, I'm okay now.”
[laughter]

STRONG: He really just sat in the back of the room?

HOQUE: Yeah, he would be there every single day with me for a few hours, and I think that
was the only reason I was able to adjust so quickly.

STRONG: That’s so wonderful.

HOQUE: Yeah.

STRONG: So you had extended family living here already, or did they follow you?

HOQUE: So my grandfather, my dad’s father, my dada, actually came to the US a year before
we came, and that was the only extended family at the time. And he was a
schoolteacher and a principal back in Bangladesh, so I think he was used to just the
school environment, and was able to sit there for three hours every single day and just
be there for me, ’cause I think -- he wouldn’t talk to me necessarily, but I would see him
there and I felt like that was a comforting presence, and it definitely helped.

STRONG: So were you and he close? Tell me about who he is, or was.
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HOQUE: Yeah, we were very, very close. He was, again, like, a schoolteacher, and the
principal, and I didn’t know him like that -- I think I was just way too young -- I just
knew him as my grandfather. And, like, when I was -- when I was born in Bangladesh, I
was my parents’ first child, and I was pretty much raised by my grandparents. They did
most of the heavy lifting, actually, and I would do everything with him. I would go out
with him. I'd pray with him. I -- like, he taught me -- when I came to the US, he taught
me English, Arabic, and Bengali, like, all three languages. He was like, “You're four
years old; let’s do this [laughter] while your brain is, like, still absorbing everything.”
We were very, very close. He took me to school up until the fifth grade.

STRONG: He would walk you there, and...?

HOQUE: He would walk me to school. Even after we moved, he would still walk me to school
every day. It was only when he wasn’t feeling well, or when my mom was like, “You
know what? I'll take her,” that that changed, and it very quickly became a routine for us.
And he would tell me stories about how he felt about my grandma, and it was just - it
was a really great time with him.

STRONG: So what did you learn about your family history through those stories?

HOQUE: I remember very specifically, like, one day walking home with him, and he was
explaining to me how he was so happy that I loved to read. I was a super big nerd,
loved reading. I was, like, absorbing, like, The New York Times when I was in the first
grade. [laughter] I don’t think I knew what it was saying, but I loved reading. And so he
was telling me just how proud he was that I loved to read, because my grandmother,
who’s illiterate, right, he tr-- he talked to me about how he tried teaching her for years,
like, how to, like, recognize symbols, and it was very difficult for her to grasp, but
neither of them gave up. And, I mean, eventually she learned how to s-- like, write her
name, and, like, recognize her name and, like, some numbers. So he was like - it was
just so great for him to get me to, like, learn to, like, read and love to read. And I just
remember thinking, like, wow, that’s so nice you didn’t give up on her, ’cause I think I
would’ve. [laughter] But yeah, he would talk about just different stories, silly stories

with my dad. I learned different parts of my dad that I did not know, [laughter] about
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all the trouble that he used to get into, and my uncles. It was a really good bonding
time for us.

STRONG: Tell me a little bit about your parents and who they are.

HOQUE: Yeah, so my parents are - it’s interesting because my parents are much younger
than my peers’ parents. My parents were like 19 and 22 when they had me, so, like, I --
they were already a parent -- like, like, parents of me, like, at my age. And my father
came to the US in 1991, or 90, I believe, through the diversity visa. So in a way it was

just chance, you know? It was fate, it was chance, that he ended up here.

I remember my grandfather used to live in Saudi Arabia, and then he just - like, for a
few years, to work there, and he decided to stop working. He wanted to come back to
Bangladesh and, like, retire. And I think my dad, feeling that as the oldest son now he
has to take care of his family, was like, “I'm going to try to go to the US,” and my
grandfather was like, “Do not, because I'm here, I'm going to take care of you guys.”
And I think a story that my grandmother told me was that when my grandfather was
on his way back my dad decided to come to America. [laughter] And so it was like this,
like, missed connection kind of thing. I think my grandfather was very upset, because, I

mean, my dad was venturing out to a new country by himself at 18.

My dad came here and connected with some of my grandfather’s friends, who were
much older, who were working different, like, jobs, like manual labor, construction and
stuff. And he told me that they all wanted him to go to school, but he felt this
obligation to support his family back home. And he entered this world of working,
[laughter] and he has not stopped since. And over the years my dad has worked a
variety of jobs. He used to be -- he used to own a construction company, and they did
really well, and they were doing, like, houses all throughout Brooklyn. They were doing
houses upstate. I remember very specifically he used to work for this doctor who had a
factory, a coat factory, in upstate, and, like, the guy would send us coats every winter.

And I had this, like, red one with, like, black hearts, and, like, I just for some reason only
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remember that jacket. It was super cute, [laughter] and I wish I could have it as, as an

adult.

But yeah, he used to work in construction with a couple other partners, but now he -- in
the last few years I think he decided to have a more, I guess, predictable schedule, and
now he’s a taxi driver. He drives a taxi every night. Doesn’t take as many breaks as he
needs to, but that’s how he’s supported my family, and he’s always been there to
support us, no matter what.

STRONG: What about your mom?

HOQUE: And my mom has been a stay-at-home mom forever. She’s never worked, but she’s
been so involved in, you know, fostering a sense of community with other women in
the neighborhood. They’ve always been part of a, a religious organization, Muslim
Ummah of North America [MUNA]. And that’s where -- like, both of my parents were
involved in that. They both attended, like, regularly, weekly or monthly, like, circles
with other people. And I think that really helped my mom create an identity outside of
just being our mother. And I think that support that she’s had since I was a kid, and,
like, she still has now in a bigger capacity, has always been very helpful for her,
because they do a lot of community work, volunteer work. They are always meeting.
Often I come over to my mom’s house and she’s not there because she has a -- like, you
know, her weekly circle. And that’s what she does. She’s just been more than just our
mom, but she’s been definitely an important part of the community in her own way.

STRONG: Just through this organization or through other ways, as well?

HOQUE: Mostly through this organization, and I think the organization has definitely
branched out a lot over the years, and she’s grown out of that, too. They’re lo-- not as
local anymore, they’re national now, and she’s been involved in a variety of things,
along with my dad. But I think it’s important for her because she’s not working, and
now that my -- me and my -- like, my brothers and I are a little older, it gives her a lot of
other things to do that she enjoys.

STRONG: Tell me about your relationship with your brother.
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HOQUE: Yeah, I have two younger brothers, and we’re all about four to five years apart, so I
think it’s really well spaced out. [laughter] My -- we’re -- our birthdays are all like two
weeks apart. It’s, like, me -- it’s me, my brother, and then -- my baby brother, my middle
brother, and then me. Two weeks, one month. It’s a lot of birthdays. [laughter] And it’s
been interesting: I've been talking a lot with friends and family, especially now that I
work in so much parenting work. I was just talking to someone about how a lot of

immigrant children end up raising their siblings, like the older ones, but I never had

thc.. 1 |
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